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Pl e as e j oi n us f or a  dis c ussi o n of d u alis m  ( a n d ot h er t h o u g hts). 
W e will m e et in  G a m bl e 2 0 5 o n T u es d a y , A p ril  2 9 t h at 4 : 0 0 p m. 
 
 
M e dit ati o n s O n  
F alli bilit y  
   B y Bill F ri e d m a n  
 
 R e n e D es c art es d es cri b e d a 
d u alit y, a r el ati o ns hi p b et w e e n 
t h e p h ysi c al a n d t h e m e nt al.  
Wit h t his d u alit y c a m e a g a p 
a n d, fr o m t his g a p, c a m e 
q u esti o ns.  H o w c o ul d o n e 
k n o w tr ut hs a b o ut t h e p h ysi c al 
if it is n ot c o n n e ct e d t o t h e 
m e nt al ?  D es c art es  a ns w er e d 
t his b y s a yi n g t h at G o d, w h o 
cr e at e d us a n d t h e p h ysi c al, 
w o ul d n ot f o ol t h e mi n d b y 
pr o vi di n g f als e i nf or m ati o n.  
G o d is n ot a tri c kst er, h e is 
p erf e ct.  B ut, is t h er e a s e c ul ar 
a ns w er t o t h e pr o bl e m of h o w 
t h e mi n d k n o ws t h e p h ysi c al 
w orl d ?  
 
   T h e q u esti o n, f or m e, h as 
r e all y b e e n t h at of  f alli bilit y.  
I n t his s e ns e, f alli bilit y is t h e 
a bilit y t o b e wr o n g, t o n ot 
k n o w tr ut h, t o n ot pr es e nt 
tr ut h, or t o m a k e mist a k es.  F or 
s o m et hi n g t o b e f alli bl e, it n e e d 
o nl y m e et o n e of t h es e f o ur 
p arts.  T h e t er ms, i nf alli bilit y, 
i nf alli bl e, a n d ot h er i n c ar n a- 
ti o ns, si m pl y m e a n t h e  
 
o p p osit e of f alli bilit y a n d its 
o w n v ari ati o ns.    
 
   S o n o w, t h e q u esti o n m ust b e 
r e p hr as e d as t o m a k e s ur e n o 
c o nf usi o n e xists.  Is t h er e a 
s e c ul ar a ns w er t o t h e pr o bl e m 
of f alli bilit y ?  Is t h e mi n d s o 
f alli bl e t h at it c a n n ot k n o w t h e 
p h ysi c al ?  
 
   F alli bilit y is a 
str ai g htf or w ar d c o n c e pt.  
Mist a k es a n d f als e h o o ds ar e 
p art of e xisti n g, or s o I h a v e 
h e ar d.  M a n y p e o pl e, r eli gi o us 
a n d ot h er wis e, a gr e e t h at t h e 
mi n d is f alli bl e.  B ut f or 
ar g u m e nt’s s a k e, I s h all tr y t o 
pl a y o n t his c o n c e pt a littl e.  
W hil e t h er e is n o r eli a n c e o n a 
g o d i n t his ar g u m e nt, w h y n ot 
l et s o m et hi n g els e pl a y t h e p art 
of t h e i nf alli bl e ?  
 
    L et us first s u p p os e t h at t h e 
p h ysi c al is i nf alli bl e a n d t h e 
mi n d is f alli bl e.  If t h e mi n d is 
f alli bl e, it is pl e nt y a bl e t o 
m a k e mist a k es.  A gr e at 
e x a m pl e is t h at of mis pl a ci n g 
k e ys.  O n e’s k e ys h a v e n ot 
c e as e d t o b e, b ut o n e str u g gl es 
t o r e m e m b er w h er e t h e k e ys  
 
w er e pl a c e d.  O nl y w h e n o n e  
r etr a c es o n e’s st e ps d o es o n e 
us u all y fi n d t h e mis pl a c e d 
o bj e ct.  Y et, e v e n t h at is n o  
g u ar a nt e e d!  T h e mi n d h ol ds 
t h e m e m ori es of t h e m o v e-
m e nts, s o a st e p c o ul d b e  
s ki p p e d a n d t h e k e ys r e m ai n 
mis pl a c e d.  T h e p h ysi c al h as 
n ot tri c k e d t h e mi n d h er e.  T h e 
k e ys w er e s et d o w n i n a 
l o c ati o n a n d t h at l o c ati o n h as 
n ot c h a n g e d.  D es pit e t his 
e ntir e str u g gl e o v er t h e k e ys, 
t h e mi n d k n o ws w h er e t h e k e ys 
ar e, e v e n if t h e l o c ati o n is 
f or g ott e n d uri n g t h e s e ar c h.  
T h e i m p ort a nt t hi n g t o n ot e is 
n ot j ust t h at t h e mi n d is 
i nf alli bl e, b ut t h er e w a s n o 
tri c k p ull e d b y t h e p h ysi c al.  
B ut t h er e is a pr o bl e m wit h t h e 
p h ysi c al b ei n g i nf alli bl e.  T h e 
p h ysi c al is n ot a m e nt al t hi n g.  
T h er e c a n n ot b e a n a p pli c ati o n 
of a s u bj e cti v e t hi n g, li k e 
f alli bilit y, t o a n o n-m e nt al 
t hi n g.  C a n t h e p h ysi c al pr es e nt 
t h e tr ut h ?  Y es.  B ut, it c a n als o 
pr es e nt f als e h o o ds.  Mir a g es 
ar e t h e pri m e e x a m pl es of 
f als e h o o ds.  C a n t h e p h ysi c al 
m a k e mist a k es ?  N o, t h at is  
 
 
T h e N e wsl ett e r of t h e P hil os o p hi c al Dis c ussi o n G r o u p  
subjective.  The problem has 
taken true form now.  If the 
physical is infallible, then there 
must be a consciousness 
controlling it, i.e. a god.  So, 
the infallible existence cannot 
be a part of this argument.  But 
is the mind also to be left in the 
category of the fallible? 
 
   In this instance, let us 
suppose an infallible mind.  In 
order to answer this, we return 
again to the example of the 
mirage.  One sees a mirage on 
a road and knows that it is a 
falsehood.  But, in another 
scenario, that mirage can do 
something dangerous.  If one is 
out in a desert for too long, 
meaning to the point of severe 
dehydration, and one sees a 
mirage, one might run to it.  
Why?  The mind knows that 
the mirage is a falsehood 
presented by the physical.  The 
reason one runs to a certain 
illusion is that the mind is 
fallible.  Can the mind be 
wrong?  It is in this example.  
Can the mind know truth?  It 
can, but not always.  Can the 
mind present truth?  No, that is 
a physical matter.  Can the 
mind make mistakes?  It has in 
this scenario.  Furthermore, the 
infallible mind also implies a 
god.  So, the infallible mind 
also cannot be a part of this 
argument.  If this is the case, 
that the mind is fallible and the 
physical cannot be relied upon, 
then what answer can be 
salvaged from this exercise? 
 
 
    If either is claimed as 
infallible, the secular argument 
is lost.  But, since the mind is 
notably fallible and the 
physical cannot be fallible or 
infallible, the argument 
remains valid.  Does the 
fallible mind prevent itself 
from knowing the physical?  
No.  The mind is fallible, but 
not to the point of complete 
ignorance of the physical.  If 
one was worked into a corner 
of pure cynicism to the point of 
not being able to know any 
truths about anything physical, 
then I’m surprised you even 
picked this paper up.  But, that 
you did pick this up implies 
some connection between your 
mind and the physical.  The 
mind is fallible, not to the point 
of complete alienation from the 
physical.  If the physical were 
so separate from the mind, then 
I might as well start writing in 
a language I make up off the 
top of my head.  It would make 
just as much sense.  But, you 
are reading this and you have 
almost finished it, so you have 
some concept of letters, words, 
and sentences and their 
meanings. 
 
   I say yes, that there is a 
secular answer.  The answer is 
that the mind assumes that 
what it is presented is or is not 
a truth.  What helps determine 
the truth about things is  
experience.  You have read this 
paper wondering how it will 
turn out.  Once it finishes you  
 
 
will have experienced it.  
While the paper itself will not 
last, the words may warp over 
time or get smudged, your 
experience of it does not 
change.  But, you might forget 
all that was written by the time 
you put this down.  Minds are 
fallible.  But this brings up a 
better question.  Why would 
the mind, which knows its 
fallibility, make assumptions 
about things that have not been 
experienced? 
 
The answer is almost too 
ironic.  The mind assumes 
things based  on faith.  
Kierkegaard points out that 
faith is based on nothing.  If no 
one had faith, then I doubt 
many things would be done.  In 
fact, I would go so far as to say 
I do not know whether or not 
humans would live in a society 
such as the one we are in now 
if faith did not get us here. 
 
   Then again, I could be 
wrong.  I am fallible. 
 
If you have any questions, criticisms, 
comments or are interested in writing 
a thoughtful article for The 
Philosopher’s Stone, please contact:   
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